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A questionnaire was completed by 98 Muslim and 91 non-Muslim Australian
women to examine the relationship between Islam and body image. Path analyses
revealed that for Muslim women (but not non-Muslim women) strength
of religious faith was inversely related to body dissatisfaction, body self-
objectification, and dietary restraint. These relationships were mediated by
increased use of modest clothing and by reduced media consumption. These
results are consistent with the proposition that adherence to Islam can indirectly
protect women’s body image from appearance-based public scrutiny and from
exposure to Western media.
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Strength of faith and body image in Muslim and non-Muslim women
Women in Western industrialized societies are influenced by media, peers, and/or family
members to aspire to an unrealistic ideal of thinness (Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, &
Tantleff-Dunn, 1999). Women who internalize and compare their bodies against this ideal
appear to be more likely to objectify their body, experience body dissatisfaction, and
engage in unhealthy dietary restraint (van den Berg, Thompson, Obremski-Brandon, &
Coovert, 2002). This is also evident in women from non-Western backgrounds, even where
thinness has not traditionally been of aesthetic significance (Lee, Kwok, Liau, & Leung,
2002), and is attributed to the globalization of Western popular culture (Cogan, Bhalla,
Sefa-Dedeh, & Rothblum, 1996).
Religious affiliation and strength of religious faith are fundamental to one’s cultural
identity (Tarakeshwar, Stanton, & Pargament, 2003), and there is evidence to suggest that
religion may also influence a woman’s psychological vulnerability to the Western thin ideal
(Smith, Richards, & Maglio, 2004). This research has focussed primarily on Judeo-
Christian cultures and Christian religious denominations. The few studies to consider the
influence on body image of other religions, such as Islam, have yielded mixed results. Some
studies of Muslim women in Western societies have revealed greater body satisfaction and
more positive attitudes to weight and shape than their non-Muslim counterparts, while
other studies have revealed evidence of internalization of the thin ideal and rates of eating
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disorder comparable to non-Muslim women (Abdollahi & Mann, 2001; Ahmad, Waller, &
Verduyn, 1994; Ford, Dolan, & Evans, 1990; Madanat, Hawks, & Brown, 2006; Nobakht
& Dezhkam, 2000).
Islam may influence women’s body image in several ways. For example, it has been
argued that the mandatory wearing of veils in traditional Islamic societies is a
manifestation of, and mechanism for, the suppression of women’s freedom and identity
that is in some ways analogous to Western culture’s oppression of women through the
promotion of unattainable beauty and thinness ideals (Hirschmann, 1998; Nasser, 1999;
see review by Pedwell, 2007). However, this view of Islamic oppression of women has been
rejected by many Muslims, including women who argue that an Islamic identity, including
the use of traditional clothing and veils, de-emphasizes appearance and protects them from
public scrutiny and appearance comparisons that they would otherwise make against
unrealistic Western physical ideals (e.g. Ahmed, 1992).
The primary aim of this study was to compare Muslim and non-Muslim women who
reside in and are regularly exposed to Western (Australian) culture in terms of three
measures relevant to weight and body image (body dissatisfaction, body self-
objectification, dietary restraint). The secondary aim was to explore whether various
psychosocial factors (frequency of body comparison, modesty of clothing worn in public,
media consumption) differentially mediate the relationship between strength of religious
faith and body image in these two groups of women. If the emphasis in Muslim cultures
on ‘‘modest’’ dress, head-scarves and veils, and loose-fitting clothing serves to limit
public scrutiny of Muslim women’s bodies and de-emphasize appearance for these
women, it follows that any relationships between Islamic strength of faith and body
dissatisfaction, body-objectification, and dietary restraint, will be mediated by adherence
to modest dress standards (in which fewer body parts are exposed), and a reduced
tendency to compare one’s appearance against other women and Western ideals. The
proposition was also tested that Islamic strength of faith can insulate women against the
body image consequences of exposure to mainstream culture, particularly by insulating
them from appearance-relevant information contained in television and magazines. Thus,
it was hypothesized that the relationships between strength of faith and the body image
measures for Muslim women would be mediated by reduced consumption of Western
media.
Method
Participants
Participants were 189 women aged 18–58 years (M¼ 27.34; SD¼ 7.92) recruited in
Melbourne, Australia. Body mass index (BMI:M¼ 23.59, SD¼ 4.38) was calculated from
participants’ self-reported weight and height (BMI¼weight (kg)/height (m)2). Applying
NIH guidelines, 7.3% of the women were ‘‘underweight’’ (BMI518.5), 60.9% of women
were of ‘‘normal’’ weight (BMI 18.5–24.9), 26.2% of women were ‘‘overweight’’ (BMI
25.0–29.9), and 5.6% of women were ‘‘obese’’ (BMI 30.0).
Ninety-eight participants characterized themselves as Muslim. Of these, 22.5% were
born in Australia or New Zealand, 5% in Europe, 51% in the Middle East, 14.5% in Asia,
and 6% in Africa (one participant did not report their place of birth), and 97% had at least
one parent born outside Australia. Of the 91 non-Muslim participants, 63% were born in
Australia or New Zealand, 9% in Europe, 5% in the Middle East, 17% in Asia, and 5% in
Africa, and 39% had at least one parent born outside Australia. These non-Muslims
122 A.J. Mussap
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characterized themselves as Christian (54%), Hindu (3%), Buddhist (3%), spiritual but
not affiliated with a religion (37%), or atheist (3%).
Materials and procedure
Background information
The anonymous questionnaire asked for self-reported weight (kg), height (m), country of
birth, highest level of education, income, religion, mother’s country of birth, father’s
country of birth, mother’s religion, and father’s religion.
Strength of religious faith (FAITH: 4-point Likert scales; Cronbach’s ¼ 0.97,
M¼ 2.71, SD¼ 0.98) was assessed using the 10-item Santa Clara Strength of Religious
Faith Questionnaire (Plante & Boccaccini, 1997). An example item is ‘‘My faith is an
important part of who I am as a person.’’
Frequency of body comparison (PACS: 5-point Likert scales ¼ 0.85, M¼ 2.87,
SD¼ 0.93) was assessed using the 5-item Physical Appearance Comparison Scale
(Thompson, Heinberg, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1991). An example item is ‘‘In social situations,
I sometimes compare my figure to the figures of other people.’’
Media consumption (MEDIA) was taken as number of hours usually spent watching
television in the morning, afternoon, and after dinner, summed to yield a weekly ‘‘TV’’
score, and the number of health/fitness, fashion, sports, and/or celebrity/gossip magazines
‘‘read or looked at’’ each week, summed to yield a total weekly ‘‘magazine’’ score. Media
consumption score was then obtained by summing the z-score for ‘‘TV’’ and ‘‘magazine.’
Modesty of clothing (MODEST: 5-point Likert scales; ¼ 0.88;M¼ 34.41, SD¼ 11.6)
was assessed in terms of how frequently participants reported wearing clothing to cover
particular body parts when in public. 13 body parts were assessed, including hair, neck,
shoulders, upper arms, lower arms, waist, thighs, legs, and feet. Responses to these items
were summed.
Body self-objectification (OBJECT) was assessed using the Self-Objectification
Questionnaire (Noll & Fredrickson, 1998). This measure is derived by taking the self-
reported importance of appearance-relevant aspects of the body and subtracting it from
the self-reported importance of utilitarian aspects of the body.
From the Eating Disorder Examination-Questionnaire (Fairburn & Beglin, 1994), the
4-item restraint subscale was taken as a measure of Dietary Restraint (REST: 7-point
Likert scales; ¼ 0.84; M¼ 2.61, SD¼ 1.73), and the 5 weight-concern items and 8 shape-
concern items were combined to yield a measure of Body Dissatisfaction (DISS: 7-point
Likert scales; ¼ 0.94; M¼ 3.26, SD¼ 1.59). Example items from the two measures are:
‘‘Have you been deliberately trying to limit the amount of food you eat to influence your
shape and weight?’’ and ‘‘Have you felt fat?,’’ respectively.
Each questionnaire, along with a plain-language ethics statement and letter of
instruction, was distributed to participants in a blank A4 envelope. This envelope
contained a reply-paid A4 envelope to be used for return of the completed questionnaire,
and a reply-paid A5 envelope within which they included a $20 gift card request form with
their name and address included. To enhance comparability of the samples, when
questionnaires were distributed at community centres, social and sporting clubs, and
religious associations (e.g. Mosques) to maximize participation by Muslim women, an
equal number of questionnaires were also administered in the same neighbourhoods to
women at community centres and associations (etc.) not overtly affiliated with Islam.
A total of 550 questionnaires were distributed, of which 189 were returned.
Mental Health, Religion & Culture 123
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Results
A single-factor, between-groups MANCOVA was conducted on strength of religious faith,
body image (body dissatisfaction, body self-objectification, and dietary restraint), and
sociocultural factors relevant to appearance (body comparison, use of modest clothing in
public, and media consumption) by religious affiliation, with age, BMI, and education as
covariates (income could not be included as a covariate due to excessive missing values in
this variable). The MANCOVA revealed no significant differences in body image between
the two groups of women, even when the covariates were removed from analysis.
The Muslim women differed from their non-Muslim counterparts only in terms of
having slightly greater strength of faith (Muslim: M¼ 3.24, SD¼ 0.74; non-Muslim:
M¼ 2.14, SD¼ 0.86), F(1,183)¼ 88.14, p50.05, 2¼ 0.33, and greater modesty of clothing
(Muslim: M¼ 39.46, SD¼ 0.12.79; non-Muslim: M¼ 29.09, SD¼ 7.04), F(1,183)¼ 46.05,
p50.01, 2¼ 0.20.
Despite the lack of absolute differences in body image as a function of religious
affiliation, a series of path analyses conducted through AMOSTM, using a bias-corrected
bootstrap re-sampling method (Shrout & Bolger, 2002), revealed differential relationships
involving strength of religious faith. The path analyses identified several significant
indirect (mediated) relationships for Muslim women (but not for non-Muslim women)
between enhanced strength of faith and diminished body dissatisfaction and body self-
objectification that are mediated by increased use of modest clothing and reduced media
consumption, and between increased strength of faith and reduced dietary restraint that is
mediated by reduced media consumption. Inspection of the R2 values in Table 1 and
Figure 1 further reveals that the combination of the direct and indirect paths accounts for
less than 30% of the variance in the dependent variable, and that none of the mediated
paths account for more than 10%.
Discussion
Taken at face value, the results of the study, particularly the MANCOVA, suggest that no
substantive body image differences existed between the Muslim and non-Muslim women
Table 1. Tests of mediated paths on the Muslim data set.
IV m DV R2 a b c ab
Diss 0.29* 0.13 0.54* 0.13* 0.07
PACS Rest 0.20* 0.13 0.45* 0.02 0.06
Object 0.03 0.13 0.18 0.06 0.02
Diss 0.05 0.64* 0.28* 0.12 0.18*
Faith Modest Rest 0.03 0.64* 0.21 0.18 0.14
Object 0.05 0.64* 0.29* 0.14 0.18*
Diss 0.08* 0.22* 0.28* 0.00 0.06*
Media Rest 0.08* 0.22* 0.29* 0.10 0.06*
Object 0.09* 0.22* 0.31* 0.03 0.07*
ab¼ indirect (mediated) path; FAITH¼ strength of faith; PACS¼ body comparison;
MODEST¼modesty of clothing; MEDIA¼ z(TV)þ z(magazine); OBJECT¼ body objectification;
DISS¼ body dissatisfaction; REST¼ dietary restraint; IV¼ independent variable; m¼mediator;
DV¼ dependent variable.
*p50.05.
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at least in terms of their self-reported body dissatisfaction, self-objectification, and dietary
restraint. This suggests that an Islamic affiliation is neither beneficial nor harmful to
women’s body image. However, the results of the path analyses suggest that strength of
faith in Islam can influence a woman’s interactions with, and exposure to, Western body
images and body ideals. These path analyses identified significant, albeit small, negative
relationships between strength of faith in Muslim women and body dissatisfaction, body
self-objectification, and dietary restraint that were mediated by reduced media
consumption (with no mediated paths observed with non-Muslim women), and negative
relationships between strength of faith and body dissatisfaction and body self-
objectification that were mediated by increased modesty of clothing (again, with no
mediated paths observed with non-Muslim women). These mediated paths suggest that
adherence to Islam does not contribute to positive body image by reducing a woman’s
tendency to compare her body with other bodies, but by buffering against appearance-
based public scrutiny (through adoption of traditional clothing) and by insulating her
from exposure to Western ideals (by discouraging consumption of body-centric
media). The results are also in keeping with evidence that a religious affiliation in general
promotes positive mental health (Ellison, 1991), that can, in certain circumstances, have
a positive effect on body image, perhaps by focusing judgements of self-worth away from
appearance and towards moral and ritualistic pursuits relevant to an individuals’ religion
(Ferraro, 1998).
Although it has been proposed that Islamic religious traditions, such as ritualistic
fasting during Ramadan, may also serve to normalize fasting and contribute to unhealthy
weight loss practices in women (Ahmad et al., 1994), there was no evidence of this in the
present results.
Of course, interpretation of these results is limited by the representativeness and
comparability of the two samples. As 22% of Muslim women in the sample were born in
Australia compared with the 63% of non-Muslim women, an Islamic religious affiliation
could have been confounded with factors associated with immigration in general, such as
language, education level, income, stress, etc. (note that controlling for the influence of
some of these demographics in inferential analyses by including them as covariates did not
influence the results substantially). It is also important to acknowledge that while the
Muslim sample was homogeneous in terms of religious affiliation, the non-Muslim sample
included numerous religious affiliations. This does not undermine interpretation of the
path analyses conducted (these analyses were limited to the Muslim sample precisely
because of this heterogeneity issue). However, it does limit interpretation of the
MANCOVA results which indicated few differences between Muslim and non-Muslim
women over a range of measures related to body image. The cross-sectional design and the
use of correlational analytic methods also make it difficult to ascertain the direction of
causality between the variables that were tested in the correlations and path analyses.
Furthermore, no measures were taken of women’s religious motivation, which this has been
IV DV
βa βb
βc
m
Figure 1. Path diagram, to facilitate interpretation of data in table 1.
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shown to be a moderator of strength of religious faith (Ghorbani, Watson, Ghramaleki,
Morris, & Hood, 2000).
In conclusion, the results of the present study indicate that while an Islamic affiliation
per se is not directly relevant to a woman’s body image, her strength of faith in Islam may
indirectly promote positive body image by discouraging consumption of Western media
and encouraging use of modest clothing in public. These results not only contribute to our
understanding of cross-cultural influences on women’s body image, they also inform the
debate concerning the psychosocial relevance of Islam in women’s lives in general.
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